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The first stroke took Vantann's breath away, the second returned it with a gasp. He squeezed his eyes closed, pressed his cheek against the rough bark of the tree and waited for the third and final stroke. It came, wickedly painful, leaving him reeling. Unexpectedly, it was followed by two more, delivered in rapid, powerful succession. Vantann shrieked in agony and sagged against the tree.

"Three strokes, you fool!" Kebb bellowed. "Not five!"

Through eyes blurred by tears, Vantann saw Kebb wrench the whip from the soldier's hands.

"He killed my brother!" the soldier retorted. "He deserves to die as well!"

"When you are Lord of the Keep you can make that decision," Kebb shot back. "Until then, you'd best remember your place. Now, cut him down and clean him up. Then bring him to me. And I'm warning you, if there are any other wounds besides his back, I'll take it up with you personally. Now, move!" He stormed off, the whip in his fist.

The soldier clenched his jaw in anger and drew his dagger. Vantann sucked in his breath in horror.

"I should kill you here and now," the soldier seethed, flashing his dagger just inches from Vantann's face. "But it's going to be a pleasure watching you suffer under Lord Spak's servitude." He sliced through the tie between Vantann's wrists.

It had been the only thing holding him up and he slumped to the ground, overcome with pain. The soldier jerked him to his feet, dragged him across the rocks and tossed him into the river.

Vantann reared up in agony as the cold water washed across the open wounds on his back. Rage, humiliation and pain exploded from him and he snatched at the naiad magic that swept by. He was only vaguely aware of Thomlin's frantic attempts at a MindLink as he spun the magic into a tight strand and hurled a DeathSpell at the soldier.
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Lyrra plucked the squalling infant from the marshy water, giving the child a quick appraisal. She seemed healthy, all parts accounted for, arms and legs stretched out and flailing in rage, mouth wide open in wails, eyes squeezed tight against the horrors of what had happened.

With a silent curse, Lyrra stripped off her own tunic and wrapped the tiny baby in it. How many did that make now? How many babes had she rescued from death? And how many more had she lost? She held the infant close, cooing and swaying until the wails calmed and the child sleepily nuzzled her neck.

Lyrra's gaze traveled skyward, and she prayed for this child's life as she had done so often for others in the past. And for the first time, she named the child after one of her own--a daughter she had not seen in twenty-six years, a daughter who might now well have babes of her own. Arolin.

Tears of pain, grief, loneliness and despair mingled and fell quietly on the sleeping infant's downy hair.
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Nine-year-old elfin prince Vantann Merripen poked his head into Crown Prince Darosenim Quartermane's study. His gaze scanned the small, homey room, quickly ascertaining that the prince was not there. He motioned his identical-twin brother, Thomlin, forward, and together they slipped into the study, closing the door quietly behind them. Vantann went at once to a high shelf behind Darosenim's large, carefully-arranged desk, while Thomlin pulled a chair close.

"Are you sure you know which one it is?" Thomlin whispered, brushing his mop of blond hair off his forehead.

"Positive. Just watch for Uncle Dar." Vantann climbed up on the chair and stretched for the book that was the goal of his quest. It was just beyond his searching fingers, and he cursed softly. His gaze darted over the room, seeking something to increase his height, and settled on a thick leather-bound volume lying on the desk. Quickly, he retrieved it, balanced it on the chair and climbed on top of it. His fingers closed upon the thin tome. "Got it!" he whispered triumphantly.

"Hurry up!" Thomlin urged. "Someone's coming!"

Vantann scrambled to return the chair and the heavy book to the desk. He slipped the thinner volume inside his tunic just as the door to the study opened.

Prince Darosenim strode in, his blue gaze intent upon a letter he held. He fairly collided with the twins. "Baerns!" he exclaimed, looking from one to the other. "What are you two doing here?"

The boys exchanged quick glances, then Vantann, the more verbal of the pair, spoke up. "Master Ulric has us studying neighboring countries in class. We were wondering if you might have a book we could borrow on Karsaba."

Darosenim frowned, moving toward his desk. "And what, pray tell, is wrong with the books in your father's library?"

Vantann shrugged as if the answer were obvious. "We've already looked at all of those. We thought we might find something different in one of yours. You know, something that every Karsab might know, but not every elf."

The prince eyed them suspiciously, then ran a hand through his thick, red hair. "Go ahead and look," he said, sitting down. He frowned and brushed the top of the heavy leather book Vantann had stood on. "But look in the library. I have work to do here."

"Thanks, Uncle Dar," Vantann said happily and led his brother from the room.

"That was too close," Thomlin murmured as they hurried down the heavily carpeted hallway.

"Doesn't matter. We got it. Let's just get home and see what it says."

They broke into a run and tore down the hallway toward the TravelPortal Vestibule. They reached it breathless and without hesitation stepped through, manipulating the Magic to return them to the Elfin Council Chambers in Lidgerwood. They emerged in their father's study and breathed matching sighs of relief that he was not there.

"Now comes the really tricky part," Vantann moaned softly. "If Mamay catches us out of music class again, we're in trouble."

"Correction. Big trouble. That'll make twice this month."

They grimaced together, thinking of the many unpleasant ways their music instructor might have to punish them. After all, he was under command of Odora Dava's king, Jansson van Tannen, who was also their surrogate uncle and as such was very close to their father, the elfin Crown Prince. Whatever the king suggested was likely to be heeded. The twins had already spent many grueling hours of extra practice, music translation and, their personal most hated, re-scoring.

They crept down the circular staircase past the library and fled for the hallway that linked the wings to the ten towers of the massive palace. In moments, they were in their room, the door safely closed behind them. Vantann heaved a sigh of relief, then froze as Jansson uncurled himself from one of the hearthside chairs with a loud yawn. He turned to face them, his large, brown eyes sarcastically surprised. He brushed soft brown curls from his forehead, looking for all the world as if he had just awakened from a nap. Truthfully, Vantann wouldn't be at all surprised if that weren't the case. Not that Jansson was old, he was just twenty-seven, but he and his wife, Zira, had just added their fifth child and both parents were exhausted. Still, Vantann didn't think that he or Thomlin would get off easy despite the bard's brief respite from fatigue.

"So," Jansson said calmly. "You apparently had better things to do today than music. Very well, I can understand that. We'll just double the practice sessions and times for the next week. After which, we'll work on some cataloguing and re-scoring in the music hall. The sheet music is badly out of order and half-chewed. Seems someone left it unbound on the desk and one of your brother's rabbits got into it, though gods know how the rabbit got into the house in the first place." He looked at them thoughtfully, then snapped his fingers as if in sudden revelation. "Could it have been that the porch door was left wide open?"

Vantann found his tongue before Jansson could go on. "We're sorry!" he cried. "Really! It was rather stuffy in the music hall yesterday and we opened the door for air. We must have forgotten to close it."

"And we thought Chaia was coming in to practice, anyway," Thomlin put in, then added in a weak voice, "We really are sorry."

Jansson glared at them both, though Vantann saw the sparkle in his uncle's eyes. "I'll expect to see you both tomorrow, straight after breakfast," Jansson said. "I'll go speak to your father now."

They groaned in unison and stepped aside to let him pass. As soon as the door was closed Vantann locked it, took the book from his tunic, and he and Thomlin flopped onto one of the beds to peruse the contents, completely ignoring Jansson's dire threat.

"See, look." Vantann pointed at the index. "Here it is. The Kartonn Caves of Challenge, page thirty-two." He flipped to the designated page and scanned the first several pages, then stabbed a finger at the following page and read aloud. "'The Caves of Challenge contain three basic elements. Man against nature, man against man and man against himself. How each of these battles presents itself has never been fully documented, as each participant able to survive the Caves has told a greatly different tale.'"

"Able to survive?" Thomlin echoed. "I don't like the sound of that."

Vantann frowned and continued. "'What is known is that each participant must face all elements heretofore known to man--fire, water, wind and earth.'" He looked at his brother. "That doesn't sound so hard. We deal with water every time we go to Uncle Quinlin's house, wind in Odora Dava and..."

"And fire every time we mess up something of Aunt Zira's," Thomlin interrupted with a laugh.

Vantann grinned. "Gods! I'm glad she's not our music teacher!"

"Well, how much longer do you think we can hold out against taking dance lessons from her?"

Vantann made a face. "I am not taking dance. That's for girls!"

Thomlin rolled onto his back to stare up at the high ceiling. "Elecka says it's really hard work, and that it helps with swords by keeping her reflexes quick."

"Oh, gods, Thoms! Don't start going all moon-eyed over Elecka again."

Thomlin blushed, his mind obviously on the beautiful ten-year-old brownling elf, daughter of King Kyel Sylvain. "Well, you have to admit, Vans, Elecka is the best swordsman around here for her age."

"That's just because she practices so much. Grandpapay Kyel probably makes her."

"That's not true! Elecka practices because she wants to." He sat up as the clock in the hallway outside their room began to chime. He counted the strikes silently, then rapped Vantann. "It's time for swords. We can't be late. Weaponsmaster will make us work over, and I want to go to the beach later. Come on."

"Tens!" Vantann exclaimed, his mind elsewhere. "Part of the book is missing! Look." He read aloud. "'The following are the rules governing the Caves.'" He looked at Thomlin. "Most of the rules are missing and some of these pages are torn. In fact, it looks like the whole next chapter is missing."

"What does the index say the next chapter is about?"

Vantann turned to the index. "Bardic magic in Kartonn." He let out a huff of irritation. "Guess who has that chapter?"

"Uncle Jansson," Thomlin sighed as he rose. "How are we ever going to find it at Mayfaire?"

Vantann climbed off the bed and tucked the book between his mattresses, but his brother grabbed his hand.

"Not there! Mamay will find it. Better put it in the chimney. It's too hot for a fire anyway."

Vantann nodded and took the book to the hearth. Thomlin pried out the large fieldstone they'd loosened months earlier and put the book in the hole behind the stone, nestling it down amongst their other treasures. Together, they replaced the rock, then started at a loud rap on the door.

"Boys?" The voice belonged to Druce Sinclair, their father's squire and SoulMate. "If you're in there, you're late!"

Thomlin hurried to unlock the door to the dark-haired Merian. "I know, Uncle Druce. We're going to swords now."

"You'd better move then," Druce said. "Your father was quite serious about leaving you behind when the family goes to Bailiwycke later." He moved aside to allow the twins to slip past him into the hallway. "Oh, and from what I heard, he's none too pleased with you two skipping out on music today, either. A good sword practice may ease his anger."

Vantann and Thomlin exchanged grimaces and tore down the hallway, taking the stairs two at a time, Druce's laughter ringing in their ears.
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Treyas Merripen looked up from his paperwork, startled, as the door to his study opened. He breathed a sigh of relief upon seeing Druce. "Did you get the boys to swords?"

"They're on their way," Druce replied, dropping his sturdy frame into a chair. "Not that it means they'll actually get there," he added dryly. "It's amazing how much Vantann is like his namesake. I think he goads Thomlin into half of these misadventures."

Treyas chuckled lightly. "Just like Jansson used to do to me. Well, hopefully, at some point Thomlin will take after his namesake and start to keep Vans in line. If it weren't for Quinlin, who knows what would have happened with me and Jans."

Druce laughed, rose and poured two glasses of wine from the decanter on the sideboard. "What are you working on?"

Treyas exhaled sharply, dropping his quill. "You mean re-working on," he muttered. "Kyel just had these returned to me. Letters of introduction and intent. He must be feeling adventuresome again. He wants to meet with the leaders of several other countries. I've got Euclea, Kartonn, Anrofia, Standforthe and Mere Odain here." He left the desk to join Druce by the hearth.

"Let me guess which one you're having trouble with," the Merian said, handing him a glass.

Treyas rolled his eyes and sank down onto a chair. He picked absently at the finely woven tapestry, took a sip of wine and let out a small sigh. "You know me well. It was hard enough going back to Mere Odain last year for El'leigh's wedding. I certainly have no desire to explore the place." 

Druce looked over at him. "Explore? I hardly think that's Kyel's intention. More likely formal dinners and discussions with other leaders."

"And he insists on dragging me along," Treyas mumbled, settled back into the chair and took another sip of wine. "You know, I thought that the older Pepin got, the more I would relax about Mere Odain's pull on him, but I find that's not the case. And, even though I've installed a Portal there, I still don't like him going there. Why am I so possessive of him?"

"Maybe because he's not your birth son. Maybe because ever since you've known him Mere Odain has been trying to re-claim him in one way or the other. You're just going to have to try to convince yourself that Pepin has made his choice. He's eighteen years old, he's been with you for twelve of those years, he's had numerous opportunities to return to Mere Odain and he's rejected them all. He's now married and settled in here. I'd say, all in all, Pepin's where he wants to be."

"You're right. As usual." Treyas was silent for a moment, staring into the red depths of his wine.

Druce frowned and picked up the slack. "What else is bothering that powerful little mind of yours?"

Treyas chuckled, though there was no mirth in it. "Cynthe."

Druce backed away from the subject of Treyas' wife. "I'm afraid I can't help you much here. Brynne has warned me to stay out of it."

"Brynne?" Treyas looked at him surprised. Sweet Brynne? Who, until a year ago, still called Treyas M'Lord--despite having been married to Druce for seven years and living in the same household.

"Aye. She says I may be your SoulMate, but I need to know when to draw the line and become just your friend."

"Brynne said that?" Treyas was amazed. He rarely heard the petite Merian woman say anything. Sometimes he wondered if she were afraid of him. He glanced at Druce sideways. "All right, then, as my friend, what would you suggest?"

Druce ran a hand through his thick, dark hair, obviously uncomfortable with the question. "I can only look at it as an outsider, Trey. I can't feel what you and Cynthe feel."

Treyas snorted softly. "Don't give me that, Druce. You've always been able to feel what I feel." He took another drink of wine. "But if you choose not to get involved, I respect that."

There was a short silence before Druce spoke again. "Are you thinking you have to make the decision today?"

"We are going to Quinlin's house," Treyas answered. "The timing is good. Falan is a year old. If Cynthe is going to become with child, it'll happen soon. And that scares me to death." He ran a hand over his face. "I don't want to lose her, Druce. I couldn't stand it." He rose to pace. "I just wish she could accept what Gerowen has told her. We have seven children, six of whom she's given birth to. Why does she feel that she's inadequate? I mean, just because her mother had fourteen children doesn't mean she has to. She just keeps insisting that my elfin magic or Elek's sorcery or Jansson's bardic or even Drisana's wizardry should be able to keep her from dying during childbirth. It probably could. But, dammit, Druce, I'm just not willing to take the chance." He stopped, one hand resting lightly on the mantle, his head bowed, his gaze locked on the flagstones of the hearth.

Druce rose and gripped his shoulder reassuringly. "Maybe you should tell her exactly what you just told me."

Treyas raised his head to look at his friend. "I have. More than once. But Karsabs are a stubborn lot. I don't know what else to do."

"There are always separate rooms."

"Don't think I haven't thought about it. But the last thing Cynthe needs is for me to push her away right now." He looked over as the study door opened. His wife peered in.

"Oh! I didn't realize you were busy," she said softly.

"Just finished up," Druce said, quickly emptying his glass. He set it on the table, shot Treyas an encouraging look and made a hasty exit.

Cynthe watched him go with a slight smile, then closed the door softly. Treyas watched her approach, taken as always with her beauty. Her waist-length blond hair was loose, something usually reserved for night, and it framed her delicate face and wide violet eyes. Six children had softened her curves, something Treyas found especially appealing. He smiled and gathered her close, burying his face in her hair. It was incredibly soft and smelled of vanilla, and he breathed deeply of the calming aroma. She pulled back and kissed him gently.

"You've been avoiding me," she said.

"I haven't," he protested weakly. "I've been busy. These letters--"

"That's not what I'm talking about," she interrupted.

He sighed, sat down and pulled her onto his lap. "You haven't been making it easy," he murmured, running his fingers through her hair.

She kissed his forehead. "I didn't intend to."

"Cynthe--"

She stopped him with a finger to his lips. "Listen. I've been doing my own research. There's a new procedure some healers in Karsaba are doing. They take the baby through your belly a week or so before it's due to be born. It's supposed to be safe for the baby and the mother."

Treyas went white. "No, Cynthe! That's slicing you open, like you were a...a side of pork! No!" He shook his head, shuddered and hugged her close. "No."

She was quiet for a long time, her chin resting on his head, her arms wrapped about his neck. Treyas could hear her heart pounding. "So, you've made your decision then?" she finally asked.

He pulled back to look at her and touched her cheek gently. "Cynthe, I love my children and I would have as many as you want, but I won't risk losing you in the process. I love you too much. You're my SoulMate, my friend, my partner, my life. What would I do without you?"

She sighed heavily. "I never thought this would happen to me," she mumbled as she rose. She walked over to look out the window. "What's wrong with me, Trey?"

Treyas joined her. "Nothing is wrong with you, myshay," he replied, slipping his arms around her from behind. He was only as tall as she was, and he leaned his chin on her shoulder to stare outside at the vast lawns of the palace, and the forests beyond. The leaves were turning, and the woods were like a giant red, gold, brown and green patchwork quilt. Treyas' sensitive elfin ears picked up the various sounds around him: the horses whinnying in the fields, the clacking of wooden practice swords in the sparring arena, the giggles and shrieks of his younger children as they played outside under the watchful eyes of Brynne.

Treyas turned Cynthe to face him. "I've been doing my own research, too," he said. "There's no reason for you to be treated by Drisana. I can be. And there is a possibility that my procedure can be reversed at some time in the future, after your body has healed and regained its strength."

Cynthe looked at him hopefully. "Do you think it ever will?"

Treyas shrugged. "It may. No one is really sure exactly why it weakened so. But there is a chance."

"And then we could have more babes?"

"Perhaps. There are no guarantees, but it would be better than separate rooms."

Cynthe looked appalled. "Separate rooms! The thought had never crossed my mind!"

Treyas grinned. "How else did you expect to keep me away?"

"I didn't expect to have to. Nor would I want to. You've been driving me half-mad already with your vow of chastity. Baerns! I'm about to join a nunnery!"

Treyas laughed. "And I a monastery." He glanced out the window. "The afternoon is getting on. If we're to have any time for swimming, we'd better get moving. Vans and Thoms should be done with swords by now."

"Speaking of the twins, did you know they skipped music again today?"

"I did. Jansson was here. He's doubled their practice sessions and their times for one week. Plus he's got some other work arranged for them. It seems they left the music-hall door open yesterday and one of Pepin's rabbits got in and chewed up some sheet music."

Cynthe groaned. "Those two! What next? Did you also know that they were experimenting with magic in the woods? They set the pond to boiling by accident and killed every fish in it."

"I knew about the magic, use, but not the pond," Treyas admitted, grimacing. "I'll speak to them about it."

"What you need to do is speak to Elek," Cynthe said. "He's the one who's teaching them to use sorcery magic. As if elfin and naiad weren't enough!"

"But what can I say?" Treyas asked with a weak shrug. "He's their grandfather. Though I am at a loss as to how they can even use sorcery magic."

"Mamay!" Pepin burst into the study, his brown cheeks flushed, his dark eyes wide. "Oh, thank the gods! I finally found you!" He rushed across the room and gripped Cynthe's hand. "It's Nila! She's really sick, and I don't know what to do. Please, help."

"I'll come, too," Treyas said at once, alarm sweeping through him.

"No." Cynthe stopped him gently, her touch instantly calming him. "You take the children on to the beach. If Nila needs a healer, Gerowen is available. Go, myshay. I'll join you later. Come on, Pepin, let's go see Nila. And calm down. You'll do her no good at all if you're so upset."

Treyas watched them go with a sigh. No sooner were they away than Druce appeared. "What were you doing?" Treyas teased. "Guarding the door?"

"Just waiting," Druce replied with a grin. "So, do I gather the children up or not?"

"You do." Treyas glanced at the desk and the paperwork strewn over it. "Oh, tens! This can wait. Kyel may come apart at the seams, but I've had enough of these letters for now. Come on. I'll help you get the children together. Jansson and Dar are probably already there, and if we don't get there soon, there'll be no food left."

Druce laughed and led the way from the study.
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Cynthe arrived at Quinlin Thomarius' house in Bailiwycke an hour later. Treyas relaxed upon seeing her wide smile. Apparently, Nila would be all right. But his reservations returned when Cynthe bypassed the women and made a straight path to where he sat with the other men in the sand, watching the children play in the surf. He rose, brushing sand from his clothes. Cynthe had changed into a tunic and leggings that hugged her form, and Treyas had to remind himself that he had not yet seen Drisana professionally.

"Myshay!" Cynthe reached him breathlessly and took his hand, drawing him well away from the others. "Myshay, guess what? You're going to be a grandpa!"

"What?" Treyas mumbled, then his mismatched blue and green eyes grew wide. "What!" he cried again, so loudly that Druce and Quinlin looked his way. He was vaguely aware of Quinlin's smile.

Cynthe nodded. "Nila's not sick. She's with child. Pepin's going to be a father."

"A father! But they've been married for only six months!"

Cynthe blushed. "And we were married for only two before I became with child," she reminded him.

"But he's so young!"

"He's the same age you were, myshay." Cynthe kissed his cheek. "What you're really saying is that you're too young."

"Gods, Cynthe! I'm only twenty-eight!" He looked up at Quinlin's approach.

"Couldn't help but overhear," Quinlin said. "A curse of elfin ears." He held out a mug of cold ale, which Treyas accepted and immediately took a long pull from. Quinlin laughed. "You'd better grab a bite to eat, Cynthe. The children are begging to cut the birthday cake. Come on, Grandpa, let's share the good news."

"Grandpa?" Treyas stared at him. "Grandpa," he murmured again and took another long drink. He looked again at his wife. "You knew, didn't you? You knew about this? That's why you weren't worried."

"I'm a good guesser." Cynthe smiled, patted his cheek, and went to join the others while Quinlin led a dazed Treyas back toward Druce, Darosenim and Jansson.

"So, what was that all about?" Jansson asked, looking up at him.

"Pepin...Nila...she's...they're..." Treyas could not quite get the words out.

"I think what Treyas is trying to say is that Nila and Pepin are going to have a baby," Quinlin said.

There was a collective gasp from the three young men. Then Jansson spoke up. "That makes you a grandpa, Treyas. Gods! Twenty-eight years old and a grandpa!" He howled with laughter.

Treyas covered his eyes briefly. "A grandpa, and I have a one-year-old. Tens! I need to sit down." He dropped to the sand just as Vantann and Thomlin raced over to him, still dripping wet.

"Papay!" they shrieked together. "We're going to be uncles!" They danced around, scattering sand in all directions. A moment later, their sheepdog, Rainbow, also dripping wet, joined them. The dog planted all four feet and shook violently, showering the men with water and sending them all to their feet with a gasp.

"Vans! Thoms!" Treyas scolded. "Get Rainbow away!"

The boys complied, dashing off down the beach, Rainbow in pursuit.

"Gods!" Jansson cried. "That's not a dog! That's a sponge!"

"What's a little water?" Quinlin asked. "That's what you come to the beach for, isn't it?"

Treyas noticed a mischievous glint in his friend's eyes and hastily stepped back. But Darosenim had taken up the bait and grinned, nudging Druce. The three of them descended on Jansson like a pack of wolves on its kill.

"Oh, no!" Jansson cried. "No, you don't!"

He struggled wildly against their grip as they hauled him down the beach and onto the dock. They tossed him, still protesting, into the water. He came up sputtering, then went down again. This time he did not resurface immediately and Treyas grinned, recognizing the play. He'd certainly fallen for it enough times over the years. As had Quinlin, who stealthily backed away. Darosenim and Druce, however, fell for the deception, knelt and leaned over the edge of the dock to peer into the water.

"Jans?" Darosenim called. "Jans, come on. This isn't funny!" He leaned farther.

Jansson exploded from the water almost directly underneath Darosenim's face, snagged him around the neck and yanked him forward. Darosenim yelped, grabbed for Druce and both flew from the dock, landing in the water with a mighty splash. The wake surged upward and drenched Quinlin from the waist down. Treyas burst into laughter, shook his head and went toward the women, who were watching the entire episode in disbelief. Even Vantann and Thomlin looked amazed. Darosenim's small son clapped his hands with delight.

"Papa go swimming!" he cried happily.

"Papa act like a fool," Gerowen mumbled.

"They all are," Zira agreed. "All except Grandpa here."

Treyas flushed. He had half a notion to dash down the beach and join his friends. But Drisana was standing in the doorway of the cottage, obviously waiting for him. He paused, darting a glance at Cynthe. She gave a small, forced smile and looked away. Treyas beckoned Gerowen to his side. The brownie spoke before he could.

"I'm sure, Treyas," she said quietly. "I've been a healer too long not to know. Another child right now will kill Cynthe. She needs time."

Treyas looked from her to Drisana with a resigned sigh and went toward the wizard. "How long will this take?"

"A few minutes. Come on inside."

He followed her into the cottage nervously. She smiled. "Why are you so afraid of wizard magic? You deal with every other kind without batting an eye, but wizard magic makes you uneasy. Why?"

"Maybe because wizard magic almost drained the life out of me once," he answered with a shudder.

"Well, it's not going to drain the life out of you now. Just the baby-making ability." Drisana paused. "For a while anyway. All right?"

He nodded. "All right. I know I'm doing the right thing. Just get on with it."

"It's done," she said softly.

"What? But I didn't hear you say anything!"

"I had the spell preset. It only required one word to cast it." She smiled. "I'll let you figure out which one. Go join your wife. I'll be right out. I don't want to miss the--"

"Gods!" Jansson stumbled into the cottage, his arms wrapped tightly about his chest. Druce, Darosenim and Quinlin closely followed him. "That water is cold! How in Tor's hell can those children play in it?"

Treyas laughed. "You're just getting old, Jans. It never used to bother you."

"Well, it bothers me now!" Jansson snapped. "We need towels!"

"I'll get them," Quinlin said.

"No!" Drisana cried. "You'll stay there. You're dripping. I'll get the towels." She hurried off, mumbling about overgrown children.

"I'll wait for you outside," Treyas said, sidling past them.

"Not so fast!" Jansson said, stopping him. "Boys!"

Treyas' eyes went wide as they surrounded him. "Oh, no! Come on. I'm a grandpa, for gods' sakes!"

"And we never properly congratulated you on that," Jansson replied and gave him a big hug. Darosenim was next, followed by Druce and finally Quinlin. By the time they were done congratulating him he was as wet as they were.

Drisana returned with the towels, sighed and went to get another one.
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Vantann heaved a sigh of relief as he slipped the last music folder into place. He and Thomlin had been at Mayfaire since right after breakfast, practicing their flutes and re-cataloguing Jansson's overwhelming selection of sheet music. They had taken lunch in the music hall and had watched, none-too-happily, a beautiful, warm, fall day slip by outside.

"There!" Vantann announced. "It's done!"

"Thank the gods, too," Thomlin moaned, dropping into a chair. "I'm exhausted. Don't ever talk me into skipping music again, Vans!"

Vantann glared at him. "It's not like I forced you to. You could have said no."

"I think I did," Thomlin retorted.

"Then why did you change your mind?" Vantann snapped. "You can't blame this all on me!"

"My, my." Jansson stepped into the music hall carrying a bundle of parchment sheets. "Are you two fighting?"

"No," they answered together.

"We're done here, Uncle Jansson," Vantann said. "Can we go now?"

"Done?" Jansson glanced about the room. "Let's see. You've had two lessons today and you've done the cataloguing. Very good. But what about this?" He dropped his bundle on the table. It hit with a solid thud, and Vantann and Thomlin groaned together. It was the half-chewed sheet music. 

"This isn't fair," Vantann whined. "It was Pepin's rabbit that ate the pages. How come he isn't being punished for letting his rabbit run free?"

"Well, you know, I talked to Pepin about that," Jansson said, untying the bundle. "He's always so careful about his pets that I couldn't understand how the rabbit got out in the first place. From the time that Pepin housed his first pet rats here, I've never had a problem with how he cares for his animals. I must say, I was baffled. Then Elvy happened to mention that he saw two young elves playing with the rabbits that very morning." He paused, stroking his chin thoughtfully. "Now, my first thought was that it might have been one of Kyel's children, but, alas, Elvy does know the difference between white elves and brownlings." He looked down at them.

Vantann thumped Thomlin on the head angrily. "It's your fault! You're the one who wanted to play with the stupid things!"

Thomlin leapt to his feet, his own face sullen. "So, we're even then! It was your stupid idea to skip music and get the--" He stopped abruptly, his blue eyes going wide as Vantann gasped.

Jansson shot them both a suspicious look. "Get the what?"

"The book," Vantann said. "The book on Karsaba." He straightened, spinning out the same lie he had told Darosenim, praying that Jansson could not pick up on the deceit. Not only was the man a bard, he was an empath. 

Thankfully, they were interrupted at that moment by Kyel's eight-year-old adopted daughter, Shuri. "Uncle Jansson, Aunt Zira wants you," she said quietly.

"Fine." Jansson studied the twins for a moment longer, then pointed to the chewed parchments. "Get started. Dinner is in an hour. You'll be eating with us tonight. After dinner you'll continue with the re-scoring. I don't expect you to get done with it tonight, but there's always tomorrow and the days following."

"But, Uncle Jansson, summer's almost over!" Vantann wailed.

"Can't we work on this after the rains come?" Thomlin begged.

"I'll see you at dinner," Jansson said and left the room.

"Gods! This is so unfair!" Vantann said, stomping to the desk. He glared down at the pile of music then, in a fit of anger, swept it from desk. Sheet music fluttered in all directions.

"Coals, Vans!" Thomlin cried. "What did you do that for? Now it's all mixed up!"

Shuri giggled and both boys turned on her. She stood her ground, dark eyes flashing with amusement. "What did you two do, anyway, to get into so much trouble?"

"None of your business!" Vantann snapped.

Shuri closed the door quietly. "I'll help, if you'll tell me."

The boys looked at her, surprised. Vantann shot a sidelong glance at his brother, then nodded slowly. "All right. If you'll help with the re-scoring, we'll tell you."

"The truth. Promise?"

"Promise," Vantann replied.

Shuri smiled as she approached him. She stopped directly in front of him. Though she was a year and a half his junior, she was as tall as he, and Vantann lost himself in her dark eyes. It wasn't the first time that had happened, and for all of his verbal disgust of girls he couldn't seem to get his brain to listen. Especially not when Shuri was standing this close.

"On the word of an elf," she demanded sweetly.

Vantann and Thomlin started. "Where in Tor's hell did you learn that?" Vantann demanded.

"I once heard Kyel say it to Uncle Treyas. I know it's binding because Uncle Treyas didn't look too happy to have to give it. Will you give it now?"

Vantann hesitated, then turned away. "No."

"Fine." Shuri turned toward the door. "It's a pity you'll have to miss out on swimming and sunshine for the rest of the summer."

"Wait!" Vantann looked at Thomlin, who frowned in resignation. "All right. We'll tell you what got us into trouble. On the word of an elf."

"If all you're going to tell me is that you skipped music, I already know that," Shuri said. "I want to know why you skipped music, what you were doing and why."

"Argh!" Vantann cried in frustration. "Fine! Fine! We skipped because we went to Karsaba to find a book on Kartonn! There! Satisfied?"

"Kartonn," Shuri echoed, her eyes wide. She brushed her dark curls aside and stepped close to Vantann. "Any particular book?"

The twins once more exchanged glances. "Why?" Thomlin asked warily.

"Because Darosenim has the other half of a book that I'm interested in," Shuri replied.

"Then...you're saying that Uncle Jansson has half?" Thomlin probed.

"Yes, he does. And I know where it is."

"Show me," Vantann said at once.

Shuri walked slowly toward the chairs near the hearth. She ran her fingers along the soft, blue upholstery absently. "If I show you, what will I get?"

"What do you want?" Thomlin asked.

"Why did you want the book?" Shuri countered.

"Oh, gods, Shuri!" Vantann fumed. "Let's stop playing word games. We wanted to read up on the Caves of Challenge. Why do you want it?"

"Same reason," she answered at once. "Are you two planning on going there?"

They started.

"W-why?" Thomlin stammered.

"Because I want to," Shuri replied, her eyes full of excitement.

"You?" Vantann exploded. "You're a girl!"

Shuri's face went dark with anger. "So?"

"You'd never make it past the first cave!"

"Oh, and you, the great warrior, would?"

"Without a doubt!" Vantann shot back.

Shuri glared at him, then suddenly gave a cold smile. "Besides, you can't go in without me anyway."

"Why not?"

Shuri tossed her hair over one shoulder defiantly. "Because I have the part of the book that tells how to get inside. You don't."

Vantann clenched his fists in anger. Gods! Women could be so difficult! "Fine! We'll share!"

"So, where's the rest of the book, Shuri?" Thomlin asked.

Shuri paused, looking from one twin to the other. "I'll bring it to you," she said. "That way, I can look at the first part. Tomorrow, after your music lessons. Now, let's get started on that re-scoring."

It took them the better part of an hour to pick up and sort out the music Vantann had scattered. They had barely begun the re-scoring when Elecka arrived to inform them of dinner. Thomlin practically melted at the sight of the beautiful brownling, and Vantann uttered a sharp oath of annoyance, quite forgetting his own infatuation with Shuri.

"You know, Uncle Jansson isn't going to take too kindly to Shuri helping you with your punishment," Elecka pointed out as they left the music hall. "He's also not going to understand why you didn't get more done than you did in an hour."

"So, what are saying, Elecka?" Shuri asked.

"I suppose I could be persuaded not to say anything if you'll tell me what's going on."

"Oh, damnation!" Vantann cried, coming to an abrupt halt. "This is ridiculous! Why don't we just shout it from the rooftops?"

"You practically are," Shuri snapped.

"Yes, and you're lucky Father didn't hear you," Elecka put in. "He'd slap you with a LanguageModifierSpell so fast it'd make your head spin. And let me tell you, they are no fun."

Vantann stared at her, aghast. "You have one?"

"We all do."

"Well, he wouldn't do it without asking Papay first," Vantann said, though both he and Thomlin had paled at the prospect.

Elecka shook her head in amazement. "Where have you been?" she whispered. "Uncle Treyas and Uncle Jansson are as much my father's children as I am! Not only is he King of the Elves, he rules Mayfaire and Lidgerwood as well!"

"I still say he wouldn't do it without Papay's permission," Vantann insisted and pushed past her to the dining hall. The others followed silently.

The rest of the two families had already gathered and were obviously waiting to begin. Jansson sat at the head of the table, Kyel on his left and Zira on his right.
 All three gave the latecomers a stern gaze, though nothing was said. Vantann, Thomlin and Shuri slipped onto their chairs quietly.

Once the meal began, it was a noisy, family affair that Vantann and Thomlin readily joined. Jansson, Kyel and Treyas were such tight friends that it was difficult to know where one family ended and the other began. Jansson had been raised from the age of thirteen by Kyel, and, though he was human, he considered the elf his father. Treyas and Jansson had known each other for almost fifteen years. So, what Elecka said was true. There was no doubt in the twins' minds that Treyas would take Kyel's suggestion of a LanguageModifierSpell, and they were both very careful with their choice of words during dinner. So, it was somewhat of a puzzlement when Kyel excused everyone else after dessert and asked the twins to stay.

They fidgeted nervously as the dining hall was emptied and Kyel sipped thoughtfully on his wine. Finally, he spoke. "Is there something you two wish to share regarding your situation here?"

They eyed each other. "No," Vantann said softly.

"Unless you mean the reason," Thomlin put in, then yelped when Vantann kicked him beneath the table.

"That would be a start," Kyel agreed, his blue eyes appraising them.

"We skipped music lessons again," Thomlin said.

"Why? Is there a problem with your instruction? Your choice of instruments?"

"No. Bard Nathien is very patient," Vantann answered. "And I guess I like the flute well enough."

"Me, too," Thomlin agreed. "Though I may wish to change to the lute later on."

"Then something more important drew your attention on those occasions that you chose to skip music lessons?" Kyel asked, leaning back in his chair. They grimaced, shifting uncomfortably, and Kyel continued. "And what of those occasions when you chose to skip swords or history or geography or politics...well, the list goes on."

Vantann drew a deep breath. "We just don't much like learning in a classroom or from books."

"We prefer to get our knowledge from experience," Thomlin added. "Like Papay and Uncle Jansson did. And you."

Kyel's eyebrows rose in surprise. "You think I spent no time in classrooms? I can assure you both that was not the case. My uncle was very strict about that. There were several years when I rarely saw the light of day but through a window." He reached for his wine glass, looking at them over the rim.

Vantann frowned. "And I suppose you had to walk through six feet of snow to get to class, too," he mumbled under his breath.

Kyel choked on his wine. He dissolved into a coughing fit, interspersed with wild laughter. Jansson appeared at the doorway, his face white, his dark eyes wide with alarm. He hurried to Kyel's side and pounded him vigorously on the back.

"What happened?" he demanded of the twins.

"I...I...he..." Vantann stammered.

"He choked on his wine," Thomlin blurted.

"And what caused that?" Jansson snapped.

"Jansson, it's all right," Kyel managed. He clutched Jansson's arm and rose, wiping tears of mirth from his eyes. "That child..." He took a moment to suck in a breath of air, while gesturing at Vantann, "that child could not be more aptly named!"

Jansson drew back. "What's that supposed to mean?" he asked. "He was named after me!"

Kyel waved the question away and headed for the door, Jansson trailing. "Oh, and, Vantann," Kyel looked pointedly at the boy, "I heard you in the hallway. If I ever hear you use such foul language again, I will take immediate action. Remember that." He left the room, Jansson following.

"Gods!" Vantann breathed. "Even Mamay can't hear that well."

Thomlin nodded his agreement. Though Cynthe was human, she had that rare gift of motherhood--exquisite hearing and eyesight. To find someone who actually surpassed that was truly amazing, if not a little disconcerting. Thomlin rose with a sigh. "Come on, Vans, we'd better get back to the music hall before Uncle Jansson gives us something else to do."

Vantann grimaced, and they hurried back to their work. Both Shuri and Elecka were in the hall, sitting at the large table waiting. Shuri had completed several more lines of the painstaking work and she looked up, startled at the twins' entrance.

"Sands," she breathed. "You scared the wits out of me! Next time make some noise or something."

"What did Father say?" Elecka asked.

Vantann waved his hand. "Oh, nothing important." He picked up a quill and drew a clean parchment close. "I just want to get this done so we can get out of here. I'm tired."

Thomlin joined him and Shuri. "Will you help, too, Elecka?"

"We still haven't agreed on a price for my help," she said.

"And we're not going to!" Vantann snapped.

"I could tell Father that something untoward is going on," Elecka replied coyly.

"Unto what?" Vantann asked.

"It means she's going to tell on you two," Shuri said, her gaze cold on Elecka.

"You wouldn't do that, would you?" Thomlin asked softly.

Elecka hesitated. "Just tell me. Please. You know, I get really tired of being the oldest around here. Everybody expects me to be so smart and talented. Gods, all I ever do is study and practice. I never get to have any fun. Please, tell me. I promise I won't tell anyone. On the word of an elf."

The boys looked at each other with a heavy sigh. "All right," Vantann said. "We found a book, or rather I found a book, in Uncle Dar's study about Kartonn. It talks about the Caves of Challenge."

"They're supposed to be a test of strength and endurance," Thomlin continued. "When you come out, you're considered a victorier, or some such thing."

Elecka's mouth fell open in astonishment. "And you two are planning to go there?"

"Correction," Shuri put in. "We three."

"You! Gods, Shuri, you're only eight years old!"

"And at the same classroom level as you, I might add," Shuri retorted.

"So, you're book-smart," Elecka replied. "What about being life-smart?"

"Listen," Shuri said, her voice sharp. "I lived more than half of my life in a war zone, Elecka. I think I know a little more about life than you do." Her voice dropped. "Besides, I've only been in Glede for four years. I remember what happened to my parents. I want to return to Mere Odain and join the Brotherhood. Going through the Caves will convince them to take me."

"You're what?" Vantann cried in disbelief. "Why would you want to go back to Mere Odain?"

"Because it's my home," Shuri replied. She rose, her eyes glistening with tears. "And because if anyone thinks that the war in Mere Odain is over they're mistaken. As soon as the Akuri regroup, they'll attack again. I want to be there to stop them." She started for the door. "I'll help you tomorrow. I'm tired. I just want to go to bed." She left them in silence.

Finally, Thomlin spoke. "Gods. I never realized how old Shuri was inside."

"Father says she's growing up too fast," Elecka mused. "That she's missing being a child. It's so sad." She uncurled herself from her chair. "I'd better go to her. Sometimes she just needs to talk. As for you two, I'd think really hard about this plan of yours. It doesn't sound too smart to me."

"You can't tell anyone," Vantann reminded her. "You gave your word."

Elecka frowned. "I know," she murmured. "I know." She left the music hall, closing the door behind her.

Thomlin looked at Vantann. "How long have you been sweet on Shuri?"

"I'm not!" Vantann cried, though a flush crept over his cheeks.

"You are, too. You just about cried when she said she was going back to Mere Odain."

"I did not!" Vantann grabbed up a quill and bent to his work. After a moment of fierce writing, he looked up at Thomlin. "I'll make a deal with you. I won't bother you about Elecka anymore if you don't say anything else about Shuri."

Thomlin smiled and gave his brother a hug. "That sounds agreeable. Now, let's get this stupid re-scoring over with."
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Treyas tapped softly on the study door, then opened it a crack. Jansson sat on a stool, head bent, eyes closed, fingers plucking at the strings of a harp. Treyas watched him for a moment, once more feeling envy at the bard's talent, before he cleared his throat. Jansson started and looked up.

"Treyas!" He smiled, motioning the elf inside. "Come for the boys?"

"That, and a few other things," Treyas replied, walking toward his friend. "How are they doing?"

"Well, besides constant whining and causing Kyel to practically choke to death on wine, just fine. They're not getting much work done on the re-scoring, but it seems that Elecka and Shuri are helping them on that."

Treyas grimaced, dropping into a chair. "What did they do to Kyel?"

Jansson shrugged. "He wouldn't tell me. He just kept saying that Vantann was aptly named." He ran his fingers across the harp strings and flinched. "Mind if I keep tuning?"

"No, go ahead."

"You said other things brought you here. They are...?"

"Cynthe and Pepin," Treyas replied with a sigh. "You know I saw Drisana yesterday. Cynthe and I have had long talks about this situation. I thought we'd pretty much dealt with it. She seemed all right until we got home last night. Then she spent the rest of the evening crying." He rubbed his face wearily. "Did I do the wrong thing, Jans? Gods, maybe I should have at least let her try to have another baby. She claims some healers in Karsaba are able to take the baby before it's ready to be born." He shuddered just thinking about it. "It sounds ghastly. But maybe I should have let her try."

"Do you really believe that?" Jansson asked softly, his fingers continuing to coax beautiful notes from the harp.

"I don't know what I believe anymore. I know I don't want to lose her. I know I don't want some healer slicing open her belly like she was a kill being butchered. I know that. But I also know how much this is hurting her. She's my SoulMate. I feel her pain, Jans, and it's eating away at me."

Jansson continued to play as he talked. "I wonder, is it the actual act of giving birth that Cynthe wants or is it another baby? More children?"

Treyas looked at him puzzled. "I'm not following you."

"Well, take Pepin, for example. Cynthe never gave birth to him yet she loves him just as fiercely as the rest of your children. There's no difference in how she feels about him, is there?"

"Of course not."

"There are a lot of lonelings in the world, Trey. Children who would love to have a mother and a father, a family to call their own. I was one of them. I was blessed first with Kyel, then you and Dar. You're all my family and I thank the gods every day that I was given this chance."

Treyas pondered on his words, excitement touching at his heart. "You may be right, Jans," he said slowly. "And it makes a lot of sense to take care of children who are already here. Cynthe is so compassionate. I think she'll like this idea. I'm going to speak to her about it as soon as I get home."

Jansson smiled. "Now, about Pepin. What's going on with him? I mean, besides impending fatherhood."

"It's not really Pepin," Treyas answered. "It's me." He got up to pace, his steps matching the rhythm of Jansson's music. Or maybe it was the other way around. He couldn't tell for sure. He continued in a soft voice. "Now that Nila's with child, Pepin is thinking on how to best provide for his family. He feels that he's not earning his keep in Lidgerwood. He's wondering if he shouldn't move to Mere Odain and oversee Faolan with the dragons."

"And you don't want him to go?"

"No. On the other hand, he's eighteen years old, a knight and an honorary prince of Mere Odain. What right do I have to ask him to stay with me? His legacy is in Mere Odain. A legacy that, no matter my fondest wishes, apparently won't be put to rest. But just the thought of him living there makes me cringe."

"All children leave home eventually," Jansson pointed out, brushing the harp strings gently.

"I know." Treyas returned to his chair with a sigh. "I'm being overly protective and possessive. But dammit, Jans, Mere Odain has been nothing but trouble for Pepin from the day he was born. And now he plans to raise his child there? A child who's three-quarters elf--black elf. I just don't like the feel of it."

"You're jumping ahead a bit here, aren't you? I mean, has Pepin formally announced his intent to move? Has he said he plans to raise his family in Mere Odain? Or has he merely expressed concerns like every new father on the best way to support his family?"

Treyas stared at him. "You're right," he murmured. "Pepin has committed to nothing. Maybe he is just nervous and uncertain. If I could provide him with a position in Lidgerwood that handled those concerns and fears, maybe he would feel more secure."

"And maybe if you pointed out the heritage his child will be assuming, he would think twice. No father would willingly place his child in danger. Certainly not Pepin."

"Gods, Jans," Treyas said with a smile. "How come talking to you always seems to straighten things out?" He laughed suddenly, eyeing Jansson's harp. "Bardic magic?"

Jansson grinned and shrugged. Treyas laughed again as he stood. "You're clever, very clever. I thought you were just tuning. Well, I guess I'd better reclaim my boys."

"I'll walk down with you," Jansson said. "I'd like to see how far they got tonight."

It was a short walk to the music hall and Jansson pushed open the door slowly. The room was absolutely quiet and he stepped inside, then grinned and pulled Treyas inside.

Vantann was curled up in a chair while Thomlin sat at the desk, his head resting on folded arms. Both were sound asleep. Treyas chuckled softly. "I guess the TravelPortal is out of the question. Well, let's just see how accurate my TravelSpells are these days." He reached for a Strand of magic, coiled it about the two sleeping boys, set up his Spell and cast it. A second later, the boys were gone, hopefully to land squarely on their beds at the Council Chambers and not on the floor of their room. Treyas turned to Jansson. "What time do you want them here tomorrow?"

Jansson shrugged. "Let them sleep. I think I got through to them. We'll call it a short day. Two lessons and they're free to go."

"You're too soft, Jansson," Treyas admonished.

"No, too practical. Those two will eat me out of house and home."

Treyas laughed. "Thank you, Jans. For everything." He gave Jansson a brief, heartfelt hug, then spelled himself along the same MagicStrand to the twins' room. He was relieved and proud to see his magic had been very accurate. The only thing he got wrong was that he had sent each twin to the other's bed. Oh, well, he thought, there were times when I doubt I could have gotten them into the palace at all, let alone in one piece.

He covered them up, slipped from their room and went toward his own, Jansson's words dancing in his mind.
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